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I Project Overview:

The Homestead program is a tax exemption put in place by the City of Philadelphia to
provide Real Estate Tax savings to Philadelphia homeowners by reducing the taxable portion of
the property assessment. More than 200,000 Philadelphia households, resulting in dramatic
savings, have claimed this valuable discount. Unfortunately, many families are not receiving
these benefits, particularly in our lowest income communities. The project team was charged
with finding innovative, efficient, and effective ways to increase enrollment in the Homestead

Exemption programs among the most vulnerable Philadelphians.

The Homestead Exemption is available to homeowner-occupants, and requires them to
submit a one-time application that automatically renews each year. The program reduces a
property’s taxable value by $30,000, which equates to an annual $402 savings per household
(and will be $420 in Tax Year 2016). The goal of the Homestead Exemption is reducing the tax
burden on homeowners and it was introduced in conjunction with the Actual Value Assessment
(AVI) initiative in 2014, which reassessed all properties citywide for the first time in decades.
Homeowners in under-assessed areas saw their property values increase significantly, and many
struggled with a jJump in taxes. The program targets poverty by making it easier for

Philadelphians to pay their Real Estate taxes.

There are 213,538 households are currently enrolled in the program, out of the estimated

308,983 owner-occupants citywide per Census data. That leaves 77,639 households that are



potentially eligible for this exemption are not receiving the tax benefit, leaving around $31
million on the table. Today, 28% of Philadelphia’s citizens live in poverty, and a $402 savings
could be critical in the lives of these individuals and families. Targeting Homestead Exemption
enrollment is a direct way to target poverty, and with the goal to put more money back into the
pockets of Philadelphians. For this project, the MIP team sought to improve Homestead

enrollment in the neighborhoods that need it most.

The timeline of the project had six major milestones:

1) Homestead Training & Data Analysis

2) Target Zip Code Selection;

3) Field Research;

4) Outreach strategy development to increase Homestead enrollment;
5) Implement the outreach strategy; and

6) Results Analysis.

After learning about the Homestead Exemption and how it works, our first task was to determine
which zip codes we to target for enrollment. The team looked at total enrollment by zip code,
and percent of the homeowner population enrolled using US Census and Office of Property
Assessment data. Once we determined the zip codes, the team conducted field research to
determine the best zip code specific outreach practices to improve enrollment. We evaluated zip
code demographics, neighborhood anchors, and the relationship between the community and the
City. Once the project team developed an outreach strategy tailored to each specific zip code, we

enacted our plan, and analyzed the results of our effort.



The project team developed a unique plan for each zip code:

19139 — Community Centers as Information Hubs

In 19139, we engaged staff from community organizations to help spread the word. To do this
we found 16 community locations and provided each with program materials and applications.
To help people learn about the information available, we simplified the Homestead flyers and

hung them in the vicinity of community centers.

19132 — Trusted Messengers Bringing the Information to Residents

In 19132, we worked with the Neighborhood Action Center (NAC) to deliver Homestead
information to 400 homes in the zip code that do not currently have the Homestead Exemption.

Additionally, we provided information and materials to several community centers in the area.

1. Understanding the Problem in Depth:

a. General Barriers to Signing Up

To gain insight as to what may be preventing our target population from signing up for
the Homestead Exemption, our group performed a role-playing activity in which one individual
was a City of Philadelphia resident while the other individual was a City of Philadelphia
employee seeking to get enrollment in the program up. A common question originating from the
“resident” fell under the category of not being aware whether they were actually a homeowner or
not. This told us that the Homestead Exemption marketing does not do an efficient enough job
indicating to residents where they stand in terms of owning or renting their house. We also
picked up on the tendency of individuals displaying a general reluctance to speaking with

government volunteers/employees. In addition, similar concerns regarding understanding how



exactly to sign up whether that be online, over the phone, in writing, etc. were common as well
as there being an evident language barrier due to the diversity of individuals residing within the
City of Philadelphia.

This activity assisted us in our efforts to being able to preemptively determine what
questions could be asked of us about the program’s purpose itself and also the application
process. Our intent was to familiarize ourselves with the program material and to further prepare

for speaking about it with others in depth.

b. Data Analysis

The second phase of our data analysis involved us sorting through the 2010 Census and
Citydata.com to research and analyze community characteristics for each individual zip code.
Our aim was to analyze multiple elements and demographics that can be attributed to certain zip
codes. Using published data from the ACS 2009-2013 Housing Tenure Data file and from the
Homestead Enrollment as of June 4, 2015 we compiled a list of all 48 zip codes located in the
City of Philadelphia. The data we investigated according to each individual zip code was the
actual amount of approved Homesteads is in each area to see how many homeowners have
already signed up. Next, we looked at how many homeowners are signed up for the Longtime
Owner Occupancy Program (LOOP) because participants in that program are not qualified to be
in both that and the Homestead Exemption. Further, we calculated how many houses are owner
occupied (not rentals). We then researched the percent of homeowners currently enrolled in the
Homestead Exemption vs. the number of homeowners that are un-enrolled in the Homestead
Exemption. Our analysis did not include properties with tax abatements, although those are also

not qualified for Homestead starting in 2015.



ZIP APPROVED LOOP OWNER % #
CODE HOMESTEAD OCCUPIED | ENROLLED |[UNENROLLED

WITHOUT

DISCOUNT
19120 8,641 110 13,006 67 4,225
19124 8,022 179 12,088 68 3,887
19143 9,040 498 13,400 71 3,862
19111 10,551 18 13,751 77 3,182
19103 1,869 116 4,981 40 2,996
19134 6,743 626 10,116 73 2,747
19149 8,747 22 11,351 77 2,582
19131 5.663 235 8,314 71 2,416
19146 3,817 1,716 7,781 71 2,248
19151 5,396 248 7,824 72 2,180
19128 7,038 200 9,416 77 2,178
19132 4,720 136 7,018 69 2,162
19139 4,356 444 6,945 69 2,145




19135 5,223 68 7,370 72 2,079
19138 5,852 146 8,072 74 2,074
19145 7,341 1,182 10,588 80 2,065
19136 5,962 69 7,849 77 1,818
19119 5,546 187 7,544 76 1,811
19140 6,622 495 8,916 80 1,799
19150 5,719 28 7,526 76 1,799
19147 4,638 1,958 8,324 79 1,728
19141 4,098 262 6,081 72 1,721
19144 4,406 438 6,486 75 1,642
19152 6,579 7 8,186 80 1,600
19142 3,284 45 4,920 68 1,591
19148 7,465 3,241 12,237 87 1,531
19154 8,377 10 9,911 85 1524
19116 6,097 7 7,479 82 1375
19115 6,702 7 8,026 84 1317
19133 2,076 726 4,109 68 1307




19130 3,186 711 5,190 75 1293
19153 2,129 17 3,372 64 1226
19125 3,162 1,190 5,573 78 1221
19121 2,459 330 3,824 73 1035
19114 6,699 46 7,669 88 924
19126 2,766 58 3,746 75 922
19106 1,828 46 2,754 68 880
19104 1,706 515 3,037 73 816
19123 728 451 1,913 62 734
19129 1,717 193 2,505 76 595
19137 1,734 149 2,422 78 539
19107 759 59 1,332 61 514
19118 1,582 10 2,045 78 453
19122 1,531 473 2,443 82 439
19127 629 123 1,028 73 276
19102 327 11 491 69 153
19113 - 24 0 24




19112 - 0 -

TOTAL | 213,538 17.806 | 308,983 75 77,639

After reviewing our collected data, we found that the City of Philadelphia has a 75%
enrollment rate in the Homestead Exemption overall (likely higher once abated properties are

excluded from the analysis).

I11. Selecting the Zip Codes

After familiarizing ourselves with the zip codes and their respective data and
demographics, it was concluded that two separate but similar zip codes would be selected to
study further, enabling comparison of the efficiency and effectiveness of different approaches to
encouraging Homestead Exemption enrollment. The task at hand was to analyze zip codes with a
fairly high number of un-enrolled homeowners and investigate why they are indeed not signing
up for the Homestead Exemption. We set a ceiling of 70% enrolled, meaning we only wanted to
narrow down and look at zip codes that had a 70% enrollment rate or less. This would allow us
to maximize our efforts in getting individuals to sign up, particularly in areas where it seemed
the word about the Homestead Exemption had not gotten out. There are 13 zip codes that have
less than 70% enrollment (featured in Blue on table above). We then looked at zip codes from
those 13 that had a number of 2,000 or more people un-enrolled. We wanted to be able to have a
large enough population to work with. There are 5 zip codes that fall under 70% enrollment rate
and yet still have over 2,000 residents un-enrolled. With the intention of selecting similarly

situated zip codes we went with 19132 which has a 69% enrollment rate and 2,162 people un-



enrolled while 19139 also has a 69% enrollment rate with a close 2,145 people un-enrolled in the
Homestead Exemption. It is important to note an additional line of thinking that we possessed

and exhibited during the zip code selection process which was that we wanted to capture two zip
codes that were located in different regions of Philadelphia. Because we were planning on testing
different strategies in different zip codes, we wanted to eliminate the possibility of one strategy's’
effect spilling over into the alternate zip code. The first zip code, 19132, is in North Philadelphia

west of Broad Street, while 19139 is a West Philadelphia neighborhood.

I11.  Surveys and Community Leader Interviews

To gain informed insights into what might work best in each community to encourage
Homestead enrollment, our group conducted surveys of community members and held
interviews with community leaders to understand the population we were targeting. Each method
provided us with key information that would determine our next course of action. After
identifying several community leaders in zip codes 19132 and 19139, we called them and asked
several questions from our surveys. These questions were centered on the population that each
leader served, and how to best communicate with them. Interestingly, our group found that in
both zip codes there is a large elderly population. From this, our group was able to conclude that
utilizing the internet or social media would not be the most effective outreach options. However,
to contradict these findings we also interviewed community leaders who described the same
community as a younger community. This prevented us from being certain in our findings, but

also made us realize that no one-community leader could be an absolute source for true



information. Also, through the interviews with community leaders, our group found important

information regarding the best methods to communicate with our target population.

IV.  Plan and Outcome

Most notably, our team found that partnering with the local community leaders was very
effective. In fact, through our interviews with the community leaders we were allowed to leave
hundreds of applications at various community centers, and each community leader promised us
he or she would advocate for the program on our behalf. To learn directly from potential
Homestead enrollees, our group used in-person surveys to gather information. This involved
walking up to people on the street and asking them to participate. This method was both helpful
and difficult. If we were successfully able to get an individual to fill out the survey, he or she
would provide excellent information both on the survey and verbally. However, the challenging
aspect of this method was getting people to participate, as many people either didn’t have time to
participate or didn’t want to be bothered. In total, we successfully surveyed 10-15 people in

person.

a. 19139 Plan & Outcome:

After surveying and discussing outreach methods with workers in the zip code, we felt
that it would not be in our best interests to go door-to-door and have face-to-face interactions
with the people in the zip code as strangers, but instead to familiarize residents to with the
information through the people they trust in the neighborhood. Considering the time and resource
limitations, we concluded that the most efficient way to spreading information was to allow it to

spread from established neighborhood facilities. We were able to establish a helpful partnership

10



with the Sayre Health Center, whose employees explained to us the similar troubles they faced
trying to engage the public with their various outreach programs.

We compiled a list of sixteen potential locations to leave 50 applications and flyers for
residents to pick up. These locations were spaced out from each other for maximized potential
coverage. Phone calls were made to each location, and follow-up visits to the facilities were
made if we didn’t receive an answer on the phone. Visiting these locations proved to be more
effective by speak with an administrator to easily explain our program and get confirmation that
we can leave and trust them with our materials. Potential applicants could either fill out the
Homestead Application at the location and return it there, or mail it in to the Department of
Revenue at the address provided at their convenience. At the end of the program, we returned to
the locations to count how many applications were taken out of the original 50.

We are using the standard application form to leave at the front desks of our locations.
We use old version of the informational flyer and modified it so the address of the closest
location to pick up an application is listed. We think the revised flyer will draw more attention of
people because of two reasons. First, it uses question such as “Do you Meet these criteria? If you
do, then you can get 402 dollars back”, which make the flyer easier to understand. Second,
putting the Mayor and other senior management team member’s name on the flyer improve its
credential. These flyers are posted outside buildings, on bulletin boards, and telephone poles.
We decided to place the flyers no further than 500 feet away from the facilities because of
studies shown that depending on the type of environment, pedestrians are generally only willing

to walk between 250 to 1000 feet to a destination.
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With this application and information distribution method, we have the potential analyze
different factors contributing to the amount of applications taken such as location, population

density on the surrounding blocks, and how many flyers were posted outside of the building.

b. 19132 - Plan and Outcome:

After talking with community leaders and people who reside in 19132 zip code area we
were convinced that in order to get people to know the program and enroll, we have to use the
community people as liaisons. We understood that people trust the people they know, and that
mouth to ear is probably the best way to get people to know about the program.

Therefore, we have decided to increase the awareness of people about the program by two
methods: getting the information to the citizens’ doorstep and using the community centers as a
force to spread the rumor.

a. Getting the information to the doorstep

The team decided to work with the distribution person that Strawberry Mansion
Neighborhood Action Center (the NAC) work with to slip under the door flyers for their
community events. The NAC highly recommended this person as someone that is known in the
neighborhood and that people would be interested in reviewing the information he will bring
them.

The team picked a list of 400 houses that were not enrolled to the program and prepared 400
of the program’s flyers stapled to the program’s application forms. We met with the distribution
person and briefed him about the program. We wrote him a script and practiced with him what to

tell the people he’ll meet. We gave him all the flyers and the distribution forms. He distributed
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the forms to the 400 houses by hand or slipped them under the door. Out of the 400 houses he
estimated that he talked personally with around 60 people.
b. Use the community centers to spread the rumor

We identified seven community and religious centers in 19132 zip code area (or close to this
area), where we wanted to talk with the centers’ leader, explain about the program, its
advantages, and how we would like their support in getting people to know about the program
and enroll.
The centers we identified were:

e Strawberry Mansion CDC & Neighborhood Action Center

e Faith Temple

e The Corner Church

e Martin Luther King Recreation Center

e Kiline Wellness Center

e Widener Free Library

We visited each location with the exception of the Faith Temple, which was closed at the
time of our outreach. We met with the centers’ leaders to give them information about the
program and to ask for help in engaging the community to enroll in the program. We hung a
poster at each of the locations and left flyers and application forms in every community/religious

center. We emphasized the benefits to the homeowners and how easy it is to enroll.

VII. Data Analysis

19132:
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For the 19132, looking at records based on collected the data whether they sent in
applications or if the individuals called the call center on the filer and applied through them. Out
of the 400 houses that received the applications and filers, 9 people applied to the Homestead
Exemption and 391 did not. With the 9 households that did sign up, there is a total savings of
$3,618. By using this method for this zip code it benefited disadvantage for this population. The
community liaison that handed the applications, out of the 400 houses was able to talk to 60
households at the door to explain the Homestead Exemption Act. This number benefited as a
result of in person communication, which was able to get the households to feel comfortable, and
informed about what the Homestead Exemption Act is and how it’s beneficial for the population
to be signed up for it. There is the potential savings of $157,182 for the households that haven’t
applied yet.

19139:

For this zip code applications a pack of 50 applications were left at two community
locations. At Sayre Health Center 8 applications were taken but none were filled out completed.
At Morris Recreational Center 28 applications were taken and 4 were completed and left at the
front desk. This was completed during the weeks of July 17", 2015 to July 31%, 2015. From
reviewing these records 12 applications were submitted. From the 28 applications taken from
Morris Recreational Center and the 8 taken from Sayre Health Center minus the 4 that were
submitted but not mailed are a total of 32 applications that are still pending approval. As a result

there is a $14,472 (32 * $402) potential savings in the pending future.

VI11. Recommendations:
Through the planning of these ideas, the team has developed various recommendations that

could be helpful improvements for the program. This includes:
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Improving Community Outreach: Use community leaders/members rather than an
official going into the neighborhoods. By using those already a part of the community, it
allows more for the citizens in various zip codes to feel comfortable asking for additional
information and to apply. Joining with the community-wide activities such as block
parties allows great access to the population and allows a laid back approach coming
from government workers to the community members. Although the team couldn’t put
this into practice, it could be beneficial for the future during the spring/summer seasons
when block parties are happening.

Possibly renaming the program: By removing the word “tax” in Homestead
Exemption Tax Relief. The word “tax” often has a negative connotation to most people,
especially those living in the city and possibly near poverty levels in terms of income.
While going out to both zip codes, many community members were turned off as soon as
the words Homestead Exemption Tax even though the word relief was following and that
this helps people rather than punishing them.

Improve online access: For people that have access to computers, whether they own one
or have access to get to one (i.e.. Community Centers, Libraries) finding the application
on phila.gov is difficult. It’s more accessible by entering the name in a search engine but
many might not know that is possible. By allowing a link on phila.gov’s main page, it
makes it user-friendlier for those that can apply online. In additional to accessibility, the
language used on the page is well above the recommended level of grade 6, what the
Internet reading level is supposed to be. By making it easier by using simple choice in

wording, it will be more helpful for those to understand the application process.
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e Updating materials such as fliers: The fliers that are giving to homeowners throughout
Philadelphia should get an updated design. Although the plan for the current filer had the
goal of being as simple as possible, it could use some updates. If various community
centers were a place to pick up applications, include the locations and addresses so
people can pick them up. The language on the filer could also be a hindrance, especially
using the word Homestead Exemption, which isn’t a common phrase in colloquial
language. Either omitting the phrase or use a different name such as Homeowner Money
Back Act.

e Continuing existing ideas: This includes having town hall meetings, which allows
positive communication through the community and workers in OPA. As an idea that has
been positive already in getting people to sign up, it can still allow steady signups for
community members that aren’t already registered.

e Different outreach for various populations: In the 19139 zip codes, the population
was mainly the elderly. This population favors more of a in person interaction instead of
trying to use technology to access information. Having a community member handling
out fliers and applications through the door-to — door route was helpful for this zip code
and continuing it for other zip codes that might have a higher percent of elderly people
can be very helpful. For younger populations using social media is a better way to access
them especially since there are different platforms.

These recommendations were created during the brainstorming, planning and examining the

results during the ten-week program for this project. Although all could not be tested, as a team

these ideas were created in order to get more people registered.
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